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ABSTRACT 
 
Since the first destination image studies were published in the early 1970s, 
the field has become one of the most popular in the tourism literature. While reviews 
of the destination image literature show no commonly agreed conceptualisation of 
the construct, researchers have predominantly used structured questionnaires for 
measurement. There has been criticism that the way some of these scales have been 
selected means a greater likelihood of attributes being irrelevant to participants. 
This opens up the risk of stimulating uninformed responses. The issue of uninformed 
response was first raised as a source of error 60 years ago. However, there has been 
little, if any, discussion in relation to destination image measurement, studies of 
which often require participants to provide opinion-driven rather than fact-based 
responses. This paper reports the trial of a ‘don’t know’ (DK) non-response option 
for participants in two destination image questionnaires. It is suggested the use of a 
DK option provides participants with an alternative to i) skipping the question, ii) 
using the scale midpoint to denote neutrality, or iii) providing an uninformed 
response. High levels of DK usage by participants can then alert the marketer of the 
need to improve awareness of destination performance for potential salient 
attributes.  
 
 
KEY WORDS: Destination image, non response, uninformed responses, don’t 
know   
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Since the first destination image studies were published in the early 1970s 
(see Matejka 1973, Mayo 1973, Hunt 1975), the field has grown into arguably the 
most popular in the tourism literature. While reviews of this literature show no 
commonly agreed conceptualisation of the destination image construct (see Chon 
1991, Echtner & Ritchie 1991, Gallarza et al 2002), researchers have predominantly 
used structured questionnaires for measurement. Consumers are commonly asked to 
rate the perceived performance of a destination across a list of attributes using 
Likert-type scales. However, there has been criticism that many such attribute lists 
have been developed without an exploratory stage. For example, Pike’s (2002) 
analysis of 142 destination image studies published between 1973 and 2000 found 
114 had used structured questionnaires. Less than half of these had used a qualitative 
method at the questionnaire design stage. A potential problem with selecting the 
attribute list from the literature or expert opinion is that more items are likely to be 
irrelevant to participants for a particular travel context. A consequence of using an 
irrelevant attribute is an uninformed response, which occurs when a participant who 
does not know the answer makes a guess. This might take place either because the 
participant does not wish to appear uninformed, or is not provided with a ‘don’t 
know’ (DK) option.  
 
 
The issue of non-response most commonly refers to those individuals in the 
target sample who choose not participate in a survey.  However, this paper is 
concerned with non-responses by participants to individual scale items. The issue of 
non-response to individual questionnaire items is rarely addressed in any detail in 
marketing research texts (see for example Cooper & Schindler 2006, Lukas et al. 
2005, Malhotra et al. 2002, McDaniel & Gates 2006, McMurray et al. 2004, 
Zikmund 2003) and tourism research texts (see for example Jennings 2001, Ritchie 
et al. 2005, Ryan 1995, Veal 2006). Rather, response bias is generally addressed in 
terms of acquiescence bias, extremity bias, interviewer bias, auspices bias and social 
desirability bias. Questionnaire design-related issues addressed concern the optimal 
number of response alternatives, balanced/unbalanced scales,  even/uneven scales, 
and order bias.  
 
 
This paper reports the trial of a non-response option for individual scale items 
in two destination image questionnaires, for which there has been little, if any, 
previous discussion in the literature. This appears to be an important research gap, 
given the intangible nature of destination marketing. On the supply side, the 
destination marketer seeks to cut through the noise of the almost limitless number of 
competing places and stimulate the development of positive induced images in the 
minds of the target segment. On the demand side, consumers who have had no 
experience at the destinations under consideration in the travel decision process often 
make choices on the basis of perceptions rather than fact. Structured questionnaires 
that seek to tap these perceptions, but which do not provide a (DK) option for 
participants, appear to make at least two key assumptions. First, it is assumed the 
consumer is aware of the extent to which the destination provides each of the 
attributes in the questionnaire. Second, it is assumed that each of these attributes is 
relevant to the consumer for a specific travel situation. This research was interested 
in exploring the extent to which participants would utilise such a DK option. 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The purpose of questionnaire scaling is to place an individual’s perceptions 
along a continuum, to permit people with differing opinions to respond differently 
(Likert, 1932). Typically, participants are asked to rate the extent to which a 
destination provides an attribute, such as ‘good accommodation’ and ‘pleasant 
climate’ for example, using a Likert-type scale anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 
either 5 or 7 (strongly agree). This then begs the question: How should a participant 
respond if they don’t understand the attribute, they don’t know if a destination 
features this attribute, or they don’t care? Advocates for the use of a scale mid-point 
argue such an inclusion provides a valid option for those without an opinion 
(Onwuegbuzie & Weems, 2004). A respondent's mid-point score in a seven-point 
scale may be viewed as either a ‘don't know’, or just enough for the brand to be 
viewed as satisfactory (Howard and Sheth, 1969). However, the researcher does 
assign a value and will analyse this as a meaningful response. Without an explicit 
DK option, many participants will express an opinion about things they have no 
knowledge or experience (Hawkins, Coney & Jackson, 1988).  
 
Schneider (1985) proposed two possible motives for a participant providing 
an uniformed response; they do not wish to appear uninformed or they want to help 
the researcher by providing information. One way to reduce uniformed responses is 
to offer participants an explicit DK option. The purpose of such a non-response 
option is to provide those who either don’t know or don’t have an opinion with an 
alternative to skipping the question, using the scale mid-point, or providing an 
uninformed response. The issue of uninformed response was first raised 60 years ago 
by Gill (1947), who found 70% of participants in a survey held a strong opinion 
regarding the fictitious Metallic Metals Act. In recommending the DK option, 
Chapman (1993) cited the case of an MBA program survey that found one university 
rated 14th best in the USA when in fact they did not offer such a program.  
 
 
An explicit DK option is justified because it is likely some participants have 
never before thought about a particular issue or have formed an opinion (Poe et al, 
1988). It is preferable that a participant state they don’t know, rather than leaving the 
item blank or making a guess. Thus, the issue of response quality must be considered 
alongside response rates, since uninformed responses pose a threat to survey research 
(Hawkins, Coney & Jackson, 1988). Hawkins et al found evidence to suggest 
questionnaires without a DK option have a higher uninformed response rate than 
those with such an option.  
 
 
A potential problem is that a DK option provides an easy out for participants, 
including false negatives (Gilljan & Granberg 1993). A false negative is a person 
who does hold an attitude but chooses not to express it for some reason. This is 
counter to the false positives who provide an uniformed response. Both are sources 
of error. Using a DK option means a trade-off between error and sample size. In 
other words, too few responses or too many that are meaningless (Schneider & 
Johnson, 1994).  
 
 
Although destination image has arguably been the most popular field in the 
tourism literature since the 1970s, there is no common agreement on 
conceptualisation of the construct. However, most definitions cited have been 
variations of that proposed by Crompton (1979, p. 18): “the sum of beliefs, ideas, 
and impressions that a person has of a destination”. To operationalise this often 
means asking questions of participants that require opinion-driven rather than fact-
based answers. In some instances this requires such an opinion about a place they 
might not have previously visited, or about an attribute about which they have either 
no knowledge or no interest. Unfortunately for the marketer, images held by a 
consumer may only have a tenuous and indirect relationship to fact (Reynolds, 
1965). However, whether an individual’s perceived images are correct is not as 
important as what the consumer actually believes to be true (Hunt, 1975). This 
proposition continues to underpin consumer behaviour research today, often referred 
to as perception is reality. This originated from Thomas’ theorem:  “What is defined 
or perceived by people is real in its consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p.572, 
in Patton 2002). 
 
 
Pike’s (2002) finding that most destination image studies did not use a 
qualitative method in the selection of scale items supports claims that many 
researchers have arbitrarily selected attributes without first consulting members of 
the target market (see Dann 1996, Pearce 1982). It has been claimed that often the 
attributes used in destination image surveys have been “chosen at random” (Pearce, 
1982, p. 149). In this regard Dann (1996, p. 43) strongly supported the call for 
researchers “to bring the tourist back into their investigations”.  One implication of 
not bringing the traveller into destination image questionnaire design is that some 
attributes used may either be of little relevance to participants, for a specific travel 
situation for instance, or be worded in unfamiliar terms. There has been little 
research reported on the differences in destination attribute importance for different 
travel situations, even though intuitively it might be such difference exist to a 
traveller contemplating a weekend golf trip with friends in comparison to a family 
summer holiday.  
 
 
Even though scale item non-response and uninformed responses represent a 
potential source of bias, there has also been little reported in the tourism literature. 
Exceptions include Hollenhorst, Olson and Fortney (1992) who reported providing a 
DK option in their investigation of perceptions of state park cabin accommodation. 
The 114 structured destination image studies from 1973 to 2000, tabled by Pike 
(2002), were revisited to analyse the extent of DK usage. The only paper to report 
using a DK option was Chacko and Fenich’s (2000) investigation of convention 
destination images. Their questionnaire requested participants to omit any attribute 
or city with which they were unfamiliar. The purpose of this paper is to report the 
use of a non-response scale category in destination image questionnaires, to explore 
the extent to which participants would make use of such an option. To recap, the 
rationale for this is: 
 
 Most destination image studies use structured questionnaires, with a 
battery of attribute rating scales. 
 Less than half of the studies reviewed by Pike (2002) used a 
qualitative stage in the development of the attribute list. This runs the 
risk of including attributes that might be irrelevant to participants for 
a particular travel situation. 
 Participants are often asked to rate attributes and/or destinations with 
which they are not familiar. 
 Since destination image papers in the tourism literature have 
generally not explicitly discussed non-response options for scale 
items, the extent of uninformed responses is unknown. 
 
 
METHOD 
 
This section reports the trial of DK options in two destination image research 
projects. In both cases the images of near-home destinations were analysed in the 
context of short break holidays by car. 
 
 
Study 1 
 
A mail questionnaire was distributed to a systematic random sample of 3000 
households in Auckland, New Zealand, to investigate the images held of a 
competitive set of five leading near-home destinations. Other aspects of this study 
have been published previously (see Pike 2002b, 2003, Pike & Ryan 2004). A total 
of 763 completed questionnaires were received, representing a useable response rate 
of 26%. The questionnaire contained 165 items. The destination image questions 
consisted of a battery of 20 attributes, 18 of which were selected from an extensive 
review of the destination image literature, depth interviews with tourism 
practitioners (n = 11), and personal interviews with consumers using Repertory Grid 
Analysis (n = 25). Two additional attributes that were not elicited during the 
qualitative stage, ‘hot pool bathing’ and ‘Maori culture’ were added to represent the 
two main strengths of Rotorua, which was the main destination of interest. These 
attributes feature strongly in the destination’s Feel the spirit…Manaakitanga 
branding campaigns (see www.rotoruanz.com).  
 
 
Participants were first asked to rate the importance of each attribute on a 
seven point scale, (1 = not important, 7 = very important) and then in a separate 
section to rate the performance of each of the five destinations across the same 
attributes (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). In both sections participants 
were advised to use the ‘0’ (don’t know/no opinion) non-response option provided 
along side the rating scale if they were either unsure or had no opinion for that item. 
For the purpose of analysing item non-responses, it was decided to use the same list 
of attributes for each destination, in spite of the fact that not all destinations featured 
all attributes. Since the destinations represented a mix of coastal and inland regions, 
the attributes ‘snow sports’ and “good beaches’ for example, are not available at all 
of the destinations. Therefore the inclusion of all attributes in this way, along with 
the use of two attributes not elicited from consumer or expert opinion, were tests of 
the suitability of the DK option. This ‘0’ non-response option was carefully 
separated from the rating scale, in an effort to avoid participants considering the it as 
part of the rating continuum. The ‘0’ option was coded as a non-response in SPSS 
and excluded from analysis. Systematic non-responses were coded separately and 
also excluded from analysis. 
 
 Results  
 
The use of the non-response option for the attribute importance items was not 
high. This was pleasing, given that participants were simply asked to express the 
level of importance they place to features of a domestic short break that had been 
rigorously developed as representing salient attributes. This indicates participants 
were familiar with the attributes. As shown in Table 1, of the 20 attribute importance 
items, three featured a ‘0’ non-response rate of over 10%: ‘snow sports’ (16%), 
‘Maori culture’ (12%) and ‘fishing’ (12%). These attributes were in the bottom four 
in terms of importance, with means well below the scale mid point. While ‘snow 
sports’ and ‘fishing’ featured in the qualitative stage, it would be expected that these 
attributes would appeal to niche segments. Therefore it was not surprising that most 
participants rated these attributes as unimportant, and that some held no opinion.  
 
 
‘Maori culture’ was not elicited from either consumers or practitioners, as a 
salient destination attribute, during the exploratory stage. As indicated, this attribute 
was added for political reasons, since the destination branding strategy features this 
theme, and so the result was not unexpected. The effect of transforming the 12% 
non-response to the scale mid-point (4) would not significantly impact the scale 
mean. Nevertheless, the non-response data is of interest in relation to the low rating 
of the attribute. That so many participants opted to use the DK option for such a high 
profile attribute indicates possible irrelevance. Following Rappaport (1982), who 
found more women making use of the DK option, the ‘Maori culture’ variable was 
transformed to a categorical variable. However, there were no significant differences 
in the use of the DK option by demographic characteristics. 
 
 
Table 1 – DK response rates for attribute importance 
Attribute Rank n Mean Std. DK use 
Fishing 17 662 3.23 2.11 12.2% 
Snow sports 19 634 2.74 1.90 16.4% 
Maori culture  20 663 2.41 1.63 12.3% 
 
 
The destination performance non-response take up was much higher, with 
several scale items attracting over one third of participants. Table 2 highlights the 
destination performance items that attracted over 10% ‘0’ non-response rate. The 
mean performance ratings are also shown in brackets. Clearly most of the items rated 
means below the scale mid point. However, for each of the five destinations there 
was at least one attribute where the perceived performance was above the scale 
midpoint. These attributes represent potential strengths, and so while a DMO might 
not be concerned about non-response for perceived weaknesses, there should be 
some concern that such a high level of participants were unable to rate the 
performance of a destination strength. It is suggested this then provides additional 
useful information to the destination marketers. Chi-square tests did not indicate any 
significant patterns of DK usage by demographic characteristics. 
 
 
Table 2 – Destination performance items with >10% ‘0’ non response 
Destination Attribute 
Rotorua Wineries (37%, 2.6), snow sports (33%, 1.6), good beaches 
(25%, 1.6), fishing (14%, 4.7) 
Bay of Islands Wineries (32%, 3.0), snow sports (31%, 1.3), hot pool 
bathing (30%, 2.9), Maori culture (19.3%, 4.3), value for 
money (10%, 4.6) 
Coromandel Snow sports (34%, 1.3), wineries (30%, 3.1), Maori culture 
(29%, 2.6), hot pool bathing (17.4%, 3.8), fishing (10%, 5.9) 
Mount Maunganui Snow sports (35%, 1.5), Maori culture (34%, 2.6), wineries 
(33%, 3.3), fishing (15%, 5.3), adventure activities (12%, 
4.4), friendly locals (11%, 4.3) 
Taupo Wineries (37%, 2.6), good beaches (24%, 1.9), Maori culture 
(23%, 3.9), snow sports (14%, 4.7), hot pools (11%, 5.4) 
 
 
A summary of key results was presented to the regional tourism organisation 
(RTO) at each of the five destinations. The data represented the first information on 
short break holiday positioning for each RTO, and thus had practical marketing 
implications. For example, at the Taupo meeting the opportunity to promote wine 
tourism was discussed, and in this sample 37% of participants were unable to 
express an opinion about wineries at this destination. Without this, the mean 
perceived destination performance (2.6) could be misinterpreted. Also, at the 
Rotorua meeting, there was considerable discussion about the political ramifications 
of the ‘Maori culture’ result, given this attribute’s promotional prominence. 
 
 
Study 2 
 
During 2003 a longitudinal investigation was undertaken in Queensland, 
Australia, to analyse the perceived positions of a competitive set of near-home 
domestic destinations. The destination of interest was the Coral Coast. The Coral 
Coast is an emerging destination, which launched a new brand campaign at the time 
tof the research, to overcome the state tourism organisation’s focus group findings 
the destination suffered low awareness in its most important market, Brisbane. One 
of the aims of longitudinal project was to provide destination image benchmarks, for 
which the effectiveness of the new brand campaign could be assessed over time. 
Other aspects of this study have been previously reported (see Pike, 2007). Two 
questionnaires were distributed three months apart. The first was distributed to a 
systematic random sample of 3000 households in Brisbane. A total of 523 completed 
questionnaires were received, which represented a useable response rate of 19%. 
This was considered reasonable given participants were advised a second 
questionnaire would be sent to them at a later date. The first questionnaire contained 
53 items, including a battery of 37 destination attributes. These were selected from 
the results of the New Zealand study, and supplemented with attributes from the 
Australian destination literature. Participants were asked to rate the importance of 
each attribute using the same seven point scale as the New Zealand study. Again, a 
‘0’ non-response option was provided along side the rating scales.  
 
 
Three months later, a second questionnaire was mailed to the 486 stage one 
participants who agreed to participate in stage two. This resulted in 308 completed 
questionnaires, representing a useable response rate of 63%. The second 
questionnaire contained 97 items. Participants were asked to rate the perceived 
performance of five destinations across a reduced set of 13 attributes. Both the list of 
destinations and the attributes were selected from the results of the first 
questionnaire. Participants were again advised to use the ‘0’ non-response option 
provided along side the rating scale. The DK option was coded as a non-response in 
SPSS and excluded from analysis.  
 
 
Results  
 
In the first questionnaire, none of the 37 attribute importance items attracted 
a DK usage of over 10%. The highest usage was recorded for ‘golf’ (8%), 
‘vegetarian eating places’ (8%),‘opportunity for four wheel driving’ (6%), ‘eating 
places for children’ (6%), ‘wineries’ (6%), ‘opportunity to visit friends/relatives 
(5%), and ‘activities/attractions for children’ (5%). As in the New Zealand study, 
this indicated participants were familiar with the attributes selected as being salient 
for a short break to a near-home destination. 
 
 
In the second questionnaire, the DK usage varied between the destinations. For 
example, for the two most popular destinations, the Sunshine Coast and the Gold 
Coast, there was no DK usage over 3% for destination performance attributes. For 
two of the other destinations, Northern New South Wales and Fraser Coast, there 
was no DK usage over 7%. However, for the destination of interest, the Coral Coast, 
over half of the attributes attracted DK usage over 10%, as shown in Table 3. 
Importantly, ‘good value for money’ and ‘suitable accommodation’ were ranked first 
and third in terms of attribute importance. For these potentially determinant 
attributes, along with two other important attributes the practical implication is that 
the Coral Coast has a performance gap. The level of DK usage signals a lack of 
awareness, which would not be apparent had the participants used the scale mid-
point as a neutral option. The DK option therefore provides the destination marketer 
with additional information. 
 
 
Table 3 – Coral Coast DK usage 
Attribute Mean importance Mean Coral 
Coast 
performance 
DK usage 
Good value for 
money 
6.0 5.5 13% 
Suitable 
accommodation 
5.9 5.2 11% 
High levels of 
service 
5.4 4.9 14% 
Good cafes 5.0 4.7 13% 
Friendly people 5.0 5.4 12% 
Lots to see/do 4.8 5.0 10% 
Opportunities for 
walking 
4.1 5.4 10% 
Opportunities for 
fishing/boating 
3.4 5.7 11% 
 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Participants in both the New Zealand and Queensland studies were familiar 
with concept of short break holidays by car, indicating a mean of four such trips each 
year. Also, since the destinations represented those most popular and within a short 
drive (up to 4 hours) of participants, it is to be expected they would be more familiar 
with these places and their attributes than a set of long distance international 
destinations. Even so, the high take up of the non-response option highlights how 
many of the participants were unfamiliar with certain destination attributes. The New 
Zealand study showed as many as one third of participants used the DK option for 
several scale items. It is suggested the ‘0’ non-response data provides additional 
useful information to destination marketers. For each of the five destinations in the 
study there was at least one important attribute, representing a destination strength, 
where up to one third of participants were not able to provide an informed response. 
As indicated, this had practical implications for the destination marketers.  
 
 
Conceptually, the results highlight the importance of exploratory research in 
questionnaire design. For example, ‘Maori culture’, one of two attributes not elicited 
at the exploratory stage of the New Zealand study, attracted a high non-response take 
up. This was also the lowest rating in importance (mean = 2.4). The role of 
questionnaire scaling is to place an individual’s perceptions along a continuum, to 
permit people with differing opinions to respond differently (Likert, 1932). The 
purpose of a non-response option is to provide those who either don’t know or don’t 
have an opinion, with an alternative to skipping the question, using the neutral scale 
mid-point, or providing an uninformed response. Even though the issue of 
uninformed response represents a source of error, little has been previously reported 
in the tourism literature, This is an important consideration in destination image 
research, given participants are often asked to provide perceptions of a destination 
that they may either never previously visited or have not done so recently. In these 
two projects, participants were required to provide opinions about high profile near-
home destinations, and yet there was a high usage the DK option. It is suggested 
from the results that there is a case for the inclusion of a DK option when analysing 
the image of an international, distant or emerging destination, for which participants 
might not be expected to hold in-depth opinions. More research, using experimental 
designs, is required to enhance destination marketers understanding of the potential 
for uninformed responses.  
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